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Digging	Up	Dinner:	Gastronomical	Archaeology	
Mary	C.	Beaudry	
	It	is	a	truism	that	everyone	eats,	and	for	archaeologists,	the	fact	that	everyone	leaves	behind	evidence	of	doing	so,	along	with	evidence	of	how	food	was	obtained	or	grown	and	of	how	it	was	prepared	and	consumed	means	that	food	has	long	been	a	key	focus	of	much	archaeological	research.		Archaeology	of	food	encompasses	a	broad	array	of	topics	and	themes,	among	them	animals,	plants,	beverages,	diet	and	subsistence,	foodstuffs,	foodways,	food	procurement,	technologies	of	cooking	and	food	preparation,	food	processing,	storage,	and	exchange,	as	well	the	cultural,	social,	political,	and	economic	ramifications	of	all	of	these.		Attention	has	tended	to	focus	on	subsistence	and	diet—what	people	ate	and	how	they	obtained	it—and	on	origins:	of	plant	and	animal	domestication,	of	agriculture	and	agricultural	systems,	on	when	and	where	people	first	baked	bread	or	made	wine	or	beer,	and	so.		Anthropologist	Richard	Wilk	refers	to	this	evolutionary	model	as	the	“hegemony	of	subsistence”	and	notes	that	it	has	deflected	attention	from	the	stages	of	“preparing,	eating,	digesting	and	excreting	food”	and	many	other	topics.	But	now	archaeologists	are	turning	their	attention	to	the	“social	archaeology”	of	food,	seeking	to	elucidate	how	food	has	shaped	human	societies,	shifting	from	seeking	to	delineate	the	constituents	of	past	people’s	diets	to	an	emphasis	on	meals	and	mealtimes.		 In	my	research	I	employ	an	approach	inspired	in	part	by	my	affiliation	with	the	Gastronomy	program	at	Boston	University,	which	from	its	inception	in	the	early	1990s	was	envisioned	as	encompassing	the	arts,	humanities,	and	natural	and	social	sciences.	Gastronomical	archaeology,	then,	is	an	interdisciplinary	pursuit	incorporating	examination	of	the	ways	that	people	experience	meals	and	mealtimes	in	addition	to	recording	what	they	ate.	This	provides	an	essential	layer	for	understanding	the	socio-cultural	significance	of	
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past	meals	as	well	as	for	interpreting	and	understanding	them	in	broader	context,	as	opposed	to	merely	to	reconstructing	them.		 The	theoretical	and	methodological	underpinnings	of	a	gastronomical	archaeology	are	aimed	at	establishing	temporal,	spatial,	cultural,	material,	and	sensory	contexts	of	experiences	of	meals	and	dining.		The	goal	is	not	to	project	the	past	into	the	present	or	the	present	into	the	past	but	to	be	mindful	of	“the	context-specific	nature	of	sensory	experience,”	to	try	to	comprehend	“the	range	and	form	of	taste	or	tactile	experiences	in	any	given	context,”	and	to	explore	them	across	time	and	space.		 Gastronomical	archaeology	draws	upon	several	recent	currents	of	archaeological	thought,	moving	beyond	discussions	of	food	and	foodstuffs	to	explore	menus,	meals,	and	dining	by	drawing	together	and	analyzing	critically	many	lines	of	evidence—excavated	food	remains	such	as	bones,	seeds,	shells,	microscopic	residues,	pollen,	phytoliths,	and	even	genetic	material;	documentary	sources	including	period	cookery	and	receipt	books;	ceramics,	glassware,	and	utensils	and,	at	times,	reenactment	and/or	experimental	archaeology.	It	is	crucial	to	consider	ways	in	which	items	recovered	archaeologically	may	have	been	employed	in	combination	to	produce,	serve,	and	partake	of	meals	made	up	of	multiple	dishes	of	food,	by	attempting	to	reconstruct,	for	want	of	a	better	phrase,	"assemblages	of	practice"—	items	that	are	used	together	to	carry	out	a	particular	practice	or	set	of	practices,	in	this	case,	the	daily	routines	and	rituals	of	mealtimes.		What	is	more,	partaking	in	a	meal	involves	embodied	practice	as	well	as	performance.	Comprehending	the	total	experience	of	any	given	meal	or	mealtime	requires	careful	consideration	of	the	social,	cultural,	and	temporal	contexts	in	which	meals	take	place	by	attending	to	the	settings	in	which	dining	took	place,	the	foodstuffs	consumed,	the	material	culture	deployed	
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in	serving	and	eating,	and	the	“who”	of	a	meal.	Who	cooks	it?	Who	serves	it?	Servants?	Family?	Who	eats	it?	Family?	Guests?		 I	employ	the	framework	of	gastronomical	archaeology	in	my	current	book	project,	which	examines	the	materiality	of	meals	and	mealtimes	in	America’s	long	19th	century,	using	case	studies	from	eastern	Massachusetts.		The	case	studies	are	all	from	domestic	contexts,	but	household	arrangements	differed	in	dramatic	ways.		The	first	case	study	is	of	high-status	dining	in	Federal-period	America	as	exemplified	by	two	merchant	families	who	dwelt	in	a	grand	house	in	a	rural	setting	outside	of	Newburyport;	one	might	consider	their	households	as	relatively	typical	family	life,	so	long	as	one	allows	for	a	good	deal	of	leeway	in	defining	“typical.”	In	the	second	case	study	I	examine	mealtimes	at	three	different	forms	of	company	housing	in	Lowell:	boardinghouses,	tenements,	and	the	agent’s	house	of	the	Boott	Cotton	Mills.		The	boardinghouses	initially	were	single-sex,	corporate	households	of	Yankee	mill	girls	but	by	the	third	quarter	of	the	19th	century	housed	immigrant	operatives	and,	often,	their	families;	tenements	housed	skilled	workers	and	their	families	(and	very	often	boarders);	the	Agent’s	house	was	home	to	the	mill	supervisor	and	his	nuclear	family.		The	third	case	study	is	of	what	I	refer	to	as	“chamber	meals”	served	to	clients	of	a	Victorian-era	parlor-house	brothel	in	Boston’s	North	End,	which	can	be	contrasted	with	dining	arrangements	and	practices	afforded	to	the	residential	prostitutes	in	their	non-working	hours.		 I	do	not	have	time	here	to	provide	fuller	details	of	the	case	studies,	so	I	will	simply	outline	the	key	themes	I	explore	after	generating	appropriate	contexts	for	interpretations	that	are	based	on	direct	archaeological	evidence	of	what	foods	were	served	and	how	they	presented	and	consumed	in	each	case.	Themes	include	changes	in	diet	and	in	food	
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technologies	over	time,	from	the	immediate	post-Revolutionary	War	era	to	the	early	twentieth	century;	ways	in	which	differing	domestic	arrangements	affect	what	food	is	prepared	and	served;	differences	and	changes	in	meanings	of	and	attitudes	toward	food	in	terms	of	appropriate	nutrition,	gustatory	pleasure	or	satisfaction,	and	morality;	food	and	identity;	and	how	these	unfold	along	lines	of	class,	status,	power	relations,	and	gender.		 	What	I	describe	is	very	much	a	work-in-progress	and	no	doubt	seems	far	from	profound	because	conclusions	are	yet	to	come.		I	am	convinced,	however,	that	gastronomical	archaeology	is	a	framework	through	which	archaeologists	who	focus	on	food	can	contribute	to	food	studies	more	broadly.	By	moving	the	archaeology	of	food	beyond	“the	hegemony	of	subsistence,”	we	can	aspire	to	transform	our	field	into	a	more	socially	relevant	one.				
 		
